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Introduction
From September 1 to September 3, 2019, Hurricane Dorian, one of the most powerful Caribbean storms
on record, made landfall on the island of Abaco and its surrounding cays and Grand Bahama in The
Bahamas. As a result of the storm, an estimated 12,000 homes were damaged or destroyed, hundreds of
people went missing, and 70 people were confirmed dead (ECLAC et al. 2019). Grand Bahama
experienced a storm surge of up to 7 m in some areas and nearly 70% of the island was submerged.
Marsh Harbour, the commercial hub of Abaco, and the surrounding cays, the small, low-lying islands off
the coast of Abaco, received the majority of the damage. In addition to housing some of the most
expensive resorts in The Bahamas, Marsh Harbour had two large shantytowns, the Mudd and the Peas,
which were largely home to documented and undocumented Haitian migrants who worked at the resorts
and private homes on the neighbouring cays. The physical, economic and social impacts of Dorian have
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highlighted the pre-existing inequalities and internal tensions between wealth and poverty in Abaco,
which have influenced the capacity of households to cope and adapt to displacement.
As the nation has attempted to rebuild and restore
services to Abaco, its surrounding cays, and Grand Bahama,
many people remain displaced, relying on disaster relief and
assistance in the capital of Nassau on the island of New
Providence, across the more remote ‘family’ islands and, for
those who have returned, in their home settlements. The ‘family’
islands are peripheral to the urban core on New Providence,
with residents often critiquing government for providing fewer
resources and less attention to infrastructure than in the capital.
Eleuthera, the largest of a chain of small ‘family’ islands, and
Spanish Wells, an island off the northern tip of Eleuthera,
became points of evacuation and relocation for Dorian survivors
from Abaco and the surrounding cays as a result of their
proximity and kinship connections. Though Spanish Wells is
significantly smaller than Eleuthera, the island received nearly
half of the evacuee population that came to these two islands.
Through an analysis of information collected by humanitarian
Figure 1 Eleuthera and Spanish Wells
response organizations on Spanish Wells and Eleuthera, this
Policy Points provides an overview of the Hurricane Dorian
evacuee population on these two islands in the months following the storm and identifies opportunities
to strengthen key support strategies in future hurricane response initiatives.

Policy Context
Disaster and Displacement
Displacement and migration on the scale seen post-Dorian are reflective of a household’s vulnerability
and ability to adapt. Displacement, as a “manifestation of vulnerability” (Adger et al. 2018, p.30), and
migration, as a form of adaptation, represent “distinct facets of vulnerability to environmental risk”
(Adger et al. 2018, p.30; Hugo 1996). Displacement and migration are interrelated, though a clear
distinction can be made based on the individual’s agency in exercising choice (Adger et al. 2018).
Displacement occurs when people are forced to leave or are evacuated from their homes following an
event, as a result of physical danger, damaged or destroyed housing, lack of basic services, and loss of
livelihood (IDMC 2019). Environmental events, such as Hurricane Dorian, may trigger initial
displacement, though there are a variety of factors that will influence the decisions of an individual or
household to re-establish elsewhere or return home. Decisions may have little to do with the event itself,
suggesting that there are underlying socio-economic, political, and demographic factors that will
determine the duration and circumstances of displacement (Black et al. 2012). In contrast, migration is
considered a voluntary strategy to cope with shocks (Black et al. 2012).
As a result of displacement, new risks to livelihoods can emerge for both displaced persons and
the communities that receive them, including the risks of homelessness, food insecurity, and
unemployment (Adger et al. 2018). For displaced persons, these risks are compounded by a disruption in
social cohesion and loss of place attachment (Adger et al. 2018; Thomas & Benjamin 2019). The
culmination of these risks can equate to further impoverishment, which can lead to weakening household
capacity to cope and adapt to future events (Black et al. 2012; Olsson et al. 2014). People challenged by
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transient poverty, a temporary state of deprivation, may slide into chronic poverty or find it difficult to
escape poverty as a result of the erosion of assets during the response to disaster (Olsson et al. 2014).
Disaster displacement in the Caribbean undermines the resilience of island states and
communities, exacerbating the social, economic and physical risks of climate change, natural hazards, and
environmental degradation (Nansen Initiative 2015). An assessment of The Bahamas government’s
disaster and climate-induced displacement policies and plans conducted prior to Dorian found the
national policy landscape to be “scarce, outdated and fragmented” (Thomas and Benjamin 2019, p.8).
While The Bahamas is one of the most vulnerable Caribbean countries to the impacts of climate change
and hurricanes, there is a lack of proactive planning to ensure the immediate and long-term dignified
movement of people following a disaster, which has been illustrated through the aftermath of Hurricane
Dorian.
Hurricane Dorian Displacement
Hurricane Dorian revealed the challenges of coordinating disaster response across an archipelago nation
at the national level and highlighted the capacity of the private sector and local and international nonprofit organizations to take immediate action to support government initiatives. Since September, 2019,
non-profit organizations, second homeowners, and international humanitarian agencies have played an
integral role in the rebuild and relief efforts in Abaco, Grand Bahama, and across the country.
In a coordinated effort with the government’s National Emergency Management Agency (NEMA), a
team of volunteers and non-profits began receiving hundreds of evacuees on Eleuthera and Spanish Wells
on September 6, 2019. In the days following the hurricane, a fleet of private boats travelled to Abaco and
the surrounding cays to rescue survivors, particularly women, children, and the elderly. When evacuees
arrived on Eleuthera and Spanish Wells, their personal information was recorded and they were either
provided transportation to the North Eleuthera airport to be flown to Nassau, provided accommodations
at emergency shelters, or invited to stay with friends or family members who could assist them on the
island. It is estimated that from September 1, 2019 to May 1, 2020, 1,000-1,500 evacuees were housed on
Eleuthera in shelters, temporary housing, lodging with family and friends and, more recently, in
permanent housing. According to these estimates, the population of Eleuthera and Spanish Wells grew
between 5-10% in the months after Dorian as a result of the displacement.
Though the private sector and non-profit organizations have played an important role in
providing food, clothing, and debris removal to communities affected by the storm, the slow government
response, recovery, and rebuilding process on Abaco has resulted in continued displacement for many
evacuee households nearly one year after the storm. As a result, individuals, communities and
organizations on surrounding islands have initiated ad hoc responses to support evacuees over the longterm as they temporarily re-establish, rebuild, and return to normalcy in an unfamiliar setting.

Methodology
This Policy Points is based on an analysis of the data collected about evacuees and their circumstances
through the One Eleuthera Foundation (OEF) and the Red Cross as part of my PhD research study. I have
worked closely with OEF, a non-profit sustainable development organization that transitioned to a
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Hurricane Dorian response role immediately after the storm and
continues to support evacuees. The research received human
subjects approval through the Wilfrid Laurier University
Research Ethics Board (REB) and followed all REB guidelines.

Geographic coverage: Eleuthera,
Spanish Wells, forms were
received from Nassau, Abaco, and
the USA
Instrument: Individual
questionnaire (OEF) and
Beneficiary Data Sheet (Red
Cross)
Number of responses: 270
Number of households: 214
Unit of analysis:
Individual/household
Reference period: September
2019-March 2020

Data was collected using a questionnaire developed by
OEF between September 2019 and February 2020 at the
Spanish Wells and Eleuthera distribution centres. In some cases,
evacuees on Spanish Wells recorded their information on the
Red Cross Beneficiary Data Sheet, which has been included in
this dataset, instead of the OEF questionnaire. The data has
been differentiated between Spanish Wells and Eleuthera,
because there were distinct distribution centres and
fieldworkers servicing each of these populations. In addition,
there are distinct differences between the two islands as
Spanish Wells is a predominantly White Bahamian island with
strong connections to the White Bahamian communities in Abaco. Eleuthera is a predominantly Black
Bahamian island with higher rates of poverty and unemployment, particularly in the south. The two
islands are compared because, though they are close in proximity, each island is unique in its culture and
history, which contributed to the decisions of evacuees when determining where to relocate temporarily
or for the long-term.
The data has been aggregated to provide an overview of the evacuee populations on Eleuthera and
Spanish Wells in the months following Hurricane Dorian. It is likely that there are additional evacuees,
particularly undocumented Haitians, who may have been uncomfortable registering with a relief
organization. In addition, intake data was collected from individuals at various points since their arrival
on Eleuthera and Spanish Wells, which may not accurately reflect people’s experience over time. These
experiences are being explored in more detail through semi-structured interviews with evacuees during
the second phase of my PhD research.

Findings
The following four findings introduce characteristics of the displaced population living on Eleuthera and
Spanish Wells.
Finding #1: Accessing services and community across the islands
A total of 602 individuals representing 214 households were registered with the One Eleuthera
Foundation and the Red Cross in Spanish Wells and Eleuthera. Over half of the registered evacuee
population (331) relocated to Eleuthera, while the remainder (271) moved to Spanish Wells.
According to the 2010 census, the island of Eleuthera has a population of 8,202 people dispersed
throughout settlements along the length of the 177 km island (Government of Bahamas, 2010). Spanish
Wells covers a physical area of 3.6 km2 and has a population of 1,551 people (Government of Bahamas,
2010). As shown in Figure 2, although Spanish Wells is a significantly smaller island than Eleuthera, it
received a larger portion of the evacuee households. Race was not recorded on the intake forms, but
observations on race were made through photo identification attached to the forms, showing that the
majority of persons who went to Spanish Wells were White Bahamians, and evacuees who went to
Eleuthera were mostly Black Bahamian.
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The small size of Spanish Wells has provided more centralized access to supports including food
and clothing distribution. People are able to walk to the distribution centre from all parts of the island if
they are not able to find transportation. In addition, the large number of evacuees that have come from
the same communities in Abaco to Spanish Wells creates more opportunities for evacuees to recognize
familiar faces and to check in with persons with whom they had existing relationships.

Figure 2 Proportional representation of displaced household populations
in settlements across Eleuthera and Spanish Wells.

Evacuee households on Eleuthera have relocated to 16 smaller settlements across the island, the
most populated of which can be seen in Figure 2. The dispersion of evacuees across scattered settlements
has challenged evacuees’ capacity to access resources such as food, clothing, and financial supports. The
distribution centre is located in the south of Eleuthera and there is no public transportation across the
island. Many evacuees do not have vehicles, instead relying on church members, volunteers, and friends
to drive them to work, the grocery store, social services offices, the bank, or the OEF distribution centre.
Because they are unfamiliar to locals, evacuees are less likely to be picked up as hitchhikers, a common
mode of transportation on the island. Evacuees on Eleuthera feel more isolated, often reflecting on the
differences between living in close proximity to the lively commercial hub of Marsh Harbour on Abaco
and the quiet, more remote style of living on Eleuthera.
Finding #2: Vulnerable populations
Women have greater risks to disaster as they may have fewer resources to prepare, cope, and adapt to
hurricanes, and are often responsible for caring for their children, parents, and persons with disabilities.
While the percentage of women that have been displaced to Spanish Wells and Eleuthera is consistent
across both islands, and only slightly higher than the percentage of displaced men, there is a significantly
higher number of single mothers on Eleuthera (39) than on Spanish Wells (7). Displaced single mothers
are at higher risk of becoming caught in a cycle of poverty following a hurricane. After Dorian, if single
mothers had savings they were commonly used to pay rent and buy food, water, and new uniforms and
school supplies for children to return to school as quickly as possible. In addition to recuperating
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possessions and necessities for their families, mothers are challenged to find employment and pay rent in
an unfamiliar place where they may not have access to childcare or opportunities that existed at home.
Table 1 Evacuee population by age
Under 18
18-30
31-40
41-50
51-60
61+
Blanks*

Spanish Wells
75 (28%)
31 (11%)
27 (10%)
26 (10%)
22 (8%)
28 (10%)
62 (23%)

Eleuthera
150 (45%)
64 (20%)
41 (12%)
43 (13%)
14 (4%)
6 (2%)
13 (4%)

Total
225 (37%)
95 (16%)
68 (12%)
69 (11%)
36 (6%)
34 (6%)
75 (12%)

*Blanks are likely due to the person filling out form not filling in age of partner.

Both Spanish Wells and Eleuthera have a higher percentage of children under the age of 18 than
any other age group on the island (Table 1). The percentage of children on Eleuthera is considerably
higher than the percentage on Spanish Wells, though the children on Eleuthera are more dispersed
throughout the island. The introduction of additional evacuee children into settlements creates
challenges for schools, putting stress on the capacity of the teaching staff, the resources available, and the
infrastructure to accommodate an influx of children. In an effort to assist schools, non-profit
organizations like the One Eleuthera Foundation provided desks and chairs to schools across the island
and helped fund a school lunch program on Spanish Wells.
A vulnerable population that is underrepresented in the data are Haitian migrants who were
displaced to Eleuthera and Spanish Wells. In The Bahamas, there is no birthright citizenship, which leaves
many people of Haitian descent without legal status and vulnerable to deportation. While the number of
Haitian migrants or persons of Haitian descent that were estimated to live on Abaco pre-Dorian was
between 5,000-7,000 people, there were very few evacuees who used a Haitian ID as documentation. This
is significant because it indicates that Haitians either did not come to Eleuthera and Spanish Wells or did
not register with the humanitarian organization for supports. Reports from one of the informal Haitian
communities suggest that there were Haitians who evacuated to Eleuthera, though the number of people
was not shared. For many Haitian migrants, their employment at the resorts in Marsh Harbour and the
cays secured their status in The Bahamas. When those resorts and homes were destroyed by Dorian, the
legality of their status in The Bahamas became uncertain. Following Dorian, there were deportations of
Haitians from shelters in Nassau, which may have contributed to the limited amount of data collected;
evacuees may have been scared to be formally documented as displaced.
Finding #3: Support received
Just over half of the respondents reported that they had received some sort of assistance following
Hurricane Dorian, 30% left the answer blank, and 15% responded that they had not received any
assistance. Most people received support in the form of food, clothing, housing, and grocery vouchers. Of
the ‘yes’ respondents, the majority of people said they received assistance from individuals from the
community in their relocation, as well as from the Red Cross, the One Eleuthera Foundation, and Social
Services. Other sources of support came from churches, private donations, and independent grocery
stores.
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Table 2 Requests for assistance (by household)
Food
Housing
Rental assistance
Job
Clothing
Utilities Assistance
Transportation
Financial
Renovation
assistance

Spanish Wells
20%
8%
23%
10%
2%
14%
11%
5%

Eleuthera
33%
34%
17%
24%
22%
4%
6%
5%

Total
53%
42%
40%
34%
24%
18%
17%
10%

7%

2%

9%

The One Eleuthera Foundation questionnaire asked explicitly about present needs, whereas the
Red Cross sheet provided a space for additional comments where some evacuees made requests. Table 2
presents the responses provided in the two islands.
The most common requests for assistance overall were for food, housing, and rental assistance,
however there are differences in which types of assistance were requested on Eleuthera and Spanish
Wells. On Eleuthera, requests for support in finding housing and employment were significantly higher
than on Spanish Wells, whereas on Spanish Wells rental and utilities assistance were more requested.
This suggests that people on Spanish Wells were able to secure housing through other avenues. In
addition, there were more requests for food and clothing on Eleuthera and more requests for renovation
assistance on Spanish Wells which represents the different needs of individual households across the
islands.
The requests for assistance in finding employment on Eleuthera could signify weaker financial
security or may be due to more people on Eleuthera not intending to return to their home settlement
than on Spanish Wells. When asked about their intent to return to their home settlement (Table 3), nearly
72% of respondents from Spanish Wells said they intended to return to their home settlements and 6%
responded they did not intend to return. On Eleuthera, only 37% said yes, they intended to return, while
25% responded no. A number of evacuees who rented in their home settlements said they had nothing to
go back to, while evacuees who wanted to return tended to own property.
Table 3 Intent to return
Yes
No
Maybe
Eventually
Blank

Spanish Wells*
72%
6%
9%
11%
2%

Eleuthera
37%
25%
15%
6%
18%

Total **
50%
17%
14%
7%
12%

*Percentages are based on answers divided by 66 households as there were 43 Red Cross forms included which did not pose
the question of intent to return and 4 households that have joined other households.
**From 167 households (66 on Spanish Wells, 101 on Eleuthera).
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Finding #4: Costs of living & employment
In addition to the difference in size of the two islands, there were also significant differences in the costs
of living, including housing. Spanish Wells has many more short-term rental properties than Eleuthera,
which meant rental costs were generally higher. Based on the estimates of rental assistance provided by
the One Eleuthera Foundation, rental costs on Spanish Wells were significantly higher than those on
Eleuthera: $2000 per month versus $675 per month. Compared to rental costs on Abaco, both Spanish
Wells and Eleuthera tended to be more expensive for the size of house displaced persons were able to
secure. Many evacuees who owned their homes on Abaco did not have mortgages as it is common for
individuals to build their homes out of pocket rather than taking loans. Evacuees were therefore faced
with higher costs of living, while also trying to rebuild their homes and their lives.
Over half (56%) of evacuee households on Eleuthera had at least one member who had found
employment, while only 17% of households on Spanish Wells had someone employed. In a few
households, the husband of the family had returned to Abaco to find employment or work with the
rebuild effort. As shown in Table 2, assistance in finding employment was not common on Spanish Wells,
indicating that evacuees on Spanish Wells had the means to live without working, even if just for a short
time, as the evacuee employment rate on Spanish Wells was low. The differences in employment rates in
both locations may be influenced by factors such as variation in available opportunities (number of jobs
and types of work), whether households intended to return home, and pre-Dorian financial security.

Policy Points
An analysis of the above observations of post-Dorian displacement have informed the following five
policy points to be considered in future hurricane response.
Promote strategies to strengthen the overall resilience of vulnerable households.
For many households, the challenges of responding to displacement may be directly related to their
capacities prior to the storm. The impacts of Dorian highlighted the underlying wealth inequalities, which
have been exacerbated by prolonged displacement. Strengthening household resilience, particularly for
vulnerable populations such as women and migrants, requires identifying the factors that influenced
individual capacity to cope and respond to Dorian. Mainstreaming these factors into broader social
development initiatives should address the needs of communities affected by displacement, including
people at risk of displacement. While the needs of households will vary with vulnerability, there may be
opportunities to address hurricane resilience in existing government programs, including rental
assistance programs and skill building for employment. Following the example of other Small Island
Developing States (SIDS), these factors can be mainstreamed into systems-level and sectoral-level
interventions to address displacement risks prior to disasters (National Legislative Bodies Vanuatu
2018).
Create adaptable frameworks to address the challenges that are unique to remote islands
following hurricanes.
Public infrastructure on ‘family’ islands tends to be neglected and underfunded. An example of
overlooked infrastructure is public transportation. Although Nassau has a formal transportation system
and has more centralized resources, many evacuees on Eleuthera and Spanish Wells stated that they
were not interested in living in Nassau due to its high crime rates. On Eleuthera, transportation between
settlements was a common challenge that affected the capacity of individuals to find employment and
housing and to maintain social relationships with their family and friends. On Spanish Wells, resources
were more centralized, but the smallness of the island limited the opportunities to find employment. The
influx of children into the school system resulted in some children having to be taught outdoors as there
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wasn’t enough room within the existing buildings. Identifying ways to invest in public infrastructure in
less populated areas that is adaptable to an influx of displaced persons is integral in ensuring that
resources and supports are accessible in different circumstances.
Identify opportunities to strengthen host communities.
The introduction of the displaced population to new settlements can put stress on existing social and
physical infrastructure. Opportunities to benefit host communities as a result of receiving disaster
evacuees should be explored. On Eleuthera, the One Eleuthera Foundation completed renovations for
landlords with unfinished houses in return for discounted rental costs for evacuee families. As a result,
more housing was made available for evacuees and landlords were spared the cost of completing their
rental homes. In the long-term, landlords now have finished houses that can contribute to their financial
security. In addition, the evacuee population has unique skillsets that could contribute to the resilience of
host settlements. Creating opportunities to learn and expand upon the capacities of new residents should
be incorporated into receiving communities’ displacement policies.
Account for the unaccounted.
There is little doubt that there are more displaced Haitian migrants living on Eleuthera and Spanish Wells
than have been documented in the information collected. The limited information collected from
displaced Haitians creates challenges in identifying how they are accessing resources in displacement
and what is needed for these individuals to cope and adapt. Without these narratives, challenges exist in
creating displacement planning that addresses the needs of this population, creating the potential to
exacerbate pre-Dorian vulnerabilities. Action should be taken to better integrate the experiences of
invisible populations into policies that address displacement, including making temporary exemptions to
legal status and work permit policies in the case of disasters.
Conduct further research to examine the long-term implications of prolonged
displacement/migration.
The data introduced in this article provides an overview of the initial responses of evacuees arriving in
Eleuthera and Spanish Wells. An in-depth qualitative assessment of the individual experiences of
evacuees will provide additional insights into the findings. Comparing the quantitative data collected
through humanitarian organizations active in Dorian response with the experiences of evacuees captured
through semi-structured interviews will provide a robust understanding of hurricane displacement in
The Bahamas to better inform displacement policies. Further research will help to inform advocacy and
policy that can create standards for ensuring the dignified movement of people in the wake of a disaster.

References
Adger, W. N., Campos, R. S. De, & Mortreux, C. (2018). Mobility, displacement and migration, and their
interactions with vulnerability and adaptation to environmental risks. In Routledge Handbook of
Environmental Displacement (pp. 29–41).
Black, R., Arnell, N. W., Adger, W. N., Thomas, D., & Geddes, A. (2012). Migration, immobility and
displacement outcomes following extreme events. Environmental Science and Policy, 27, S32–S43.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2012.09.001
ECLAC, IDB, PAHO, WHO, & FAO. (2019). Assessment of the Effects and Impacts of Hurricane Dorian:
Executive Summary. Retrieved from https://reliefweb.int/report/bahamas/assessment-effects-andimpacts-hurricane-dorian-bahamas-executive-summary [accessed 7 August 2020]

9|P a g e

International Migration Research Centre IMRC www.imrc.ca

Hugo, G. (1996). Environmental concerns and international migration. International Migration Review,
30(1), 105–131. https://doi.org/10.2307/2547462
IDMC. (2019). Disaster Displacement A global review 2008-2018, Thematic Report, 2008–2018.
Nansen Initiative. (2015). Agenda for the Protection of Cross-Border Displaced Persons in the Context of
Disasters and Climate Change.
National Legislative Bodies / National Authorities. (2018) Vanuatu: National Policy on Climate Change
and Disaster-Induced Displacement (2018) Retrieved from
https://www.refworld.org/docid/5b44ce864.html [accessed 27 July 2020]
Olsson, L., Opondo, M., Tschakert, P., Agrawal, A., Eriksen, S. H., Ma, S., … MacCracken, S. (n.d.). 3
Livelihoods and Poverty Coordinating Lead Authors: Lead Authors: Contributing Authors: Review
Editors.
Thomas, A., & Benjamin, L. (2019). Non-economic loss and damage: lessons from displacement in the
Caribbean. Climate Policy, 1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/14693062.2019.164010

10 | P a g e

International Migration Research Centre IMRC www.imrc.ca

